Blind to Their Blindness: A History of the Denial of Illness by Phelps, Scott Douglas
 Blind to Their Blindness: A History of the Denial of Illness
 
 
(Article begins on next page)
The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you. Your story matters.
Citation Phelps, Scott Douglas.  2014.  Blind to Their Blindness: A History
of the Denial of Illness.  Doctoral dissertation, Harvard University.
Accessed April 17, 2018 4:56:39 PM EDT
Citable Link http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:12274346
Terms of Use This article was downloaded from Harvard University's DASH
repository, and is made available under the terms and conditions








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Sign lde l'hémiplégi organique
Fig. 16. — Réflexe cutané plantaire normal.
Fig; 17. — Phénomène des orteils (Babinski) [165] [167],




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































hirnpathologischer Falle auf Grand yon Untersuchungen Hirnvedetzter. [. 23 
bei der Normalschrift immer dutch derartige Gegeninnervationen behin- 
dert. Patient war, wie sieh im Laufe der Untersuehung noeh deut- 
lieher zeigen wird, wohl ein ausgesprochener ,,Motoriker". 
4. Die folgenden Versuehe zeigen besonders instruktiv, ja absolut 
zwingend, dal~ Patient aussehhel~lich mit I-Iilfe der entspreehenden 
Sehreibbewegungen zu lesen vermoehte, indem sie dartun, dal~ das 
,,Lesen" des Patienten unmSglich wurde, wenn dutch die Eigenart der 
Vorlage das N a c h f a h r e n  n i ch t  e i n d e u t i g  a n g e r e g t  wurde.  
Den Versuchen kommt dariiber hinaus eine noeh umfassendere Be- 
deutung zu; wit werden deshalb auf sie spi~ter noeh zurfiekkommen. 
Einstweilen fassen wit sie nut insoweit ins Auge, als sie im gegen- 
wi~rtigen Zusammenhang in Betracht kommen. 
Ein auf die Tafel oder auf Papier (mit Bleistift) deutlieh gesehrie- 
benes Wort wurde mit mehreren dfinnen Kreide- bzw. Bleistiftstrichen 
kreuz und quer durchstriehen. Die Nebenstriehe - -  so wollen wir die 
kreuz und quer gezogenen Linien nennen - -  wurden in einer solchen 
M ge und so zart aufgetragen, da$ die. L sbark it d s Wortes fiir 
den Normalen nieht oder wenigstens nicht wesentlich beeintriiehtigt 
wurde; die Buehstabenformen hoben sieh deutlieh yon den Neben- 
striehen ab. Unter solehen Umsti~nden war unser Kranker nieht mehr 
imstande, das Wort anzugeben; a u c h  das  L e s e n  m i t  H i l f e  de r  
S e h r e i b b e w e g u n g e n  w a r  j e t z t  a u f g e h o b e n .  Besonders deut- 
lieh zeigte sieh dies, wenn irgendein Wort, oder aueh sein eigener Name 
in folgender Weise geboten wurde: 
Abb. 2. 
Jetzt vermochte der Kranke in der Mehrzahl der Fille n i c h t e i n e n 
e i n z i g e n  B u c h s t a b e n  des so gebotenen Wortes anzugeben. 
Der Grund, weshalb nun der Kranke auch mit Hilfe der naeh- 
fahrenden Bewegungen nicht mehr ,,lesen" konnte, wurde absolut klar, 
sobald man den Patienten aufforderte, ein in ~h lieher W ise gebotenes 
Wort nicht in der Luft, sondern direkt auf der Tafel (mit dem Finger) 
bzw. auf dem Papier (mit einem spitzen Gegenstand) naehzufahren. 
Dabei zeigte sich nimlich, dab der Kranke alle vorhandenen Striehe 
nachzog, ohne  U n t e r s c h i e d ,  ob es sieh um die B u c h s t a b e n  
oder  um die s o g e n a n n t e n  N e b e n s t r i e h e  hande l t e .  
Im einzelnen geschah dies etwa in folgender Weise: er begann 

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































CEREBRAL DECONNECTZON SYNDROME 679 
Fig. 2. Samples of performances with the left hand, demonstrating errors in language and calcu- 
lation along with the absence of disturbances due to grasp reflex: ( a )  the a1 habet; (b )  the sen- 
model; (d )  attempts with left index finger to type the words, “all,” “father, “father” (the 
second being a spontaneous attempt to correct the first error), and ‘‘room;.. (e)  attempt to write 
“run” to dictation; ( f )  attempt to write “go” to dictation; (g) and ( h )  the patient’s solutions 
to the problems set by the examiner. 
tence, “To come early was im ssible” written to dictation; ( c )  to the le P t of the vertical line 
examiner’s model three-looped #? gure, to the right of the line patient’s successixe copies of the 
with eyes closed, was given an object in this 
hand. The object having been taken away, 
the left hand of the patient (whose eyes still 
were closed) was placed in a box containing 
a number of items including the test object. 
He selected the correct object. Similarly, with 
eyes open, he would without hesitation point 
to the object in a group without touching it. 
He was also able to make a correct drawing 
with his left hand of an object that had been 
previously placed in this hand and then re- 
moved. 
Objects placed in one hand with identifica- 
tion by the other hand. If an object or letter 
was placed in the left hand behind the pa- 
tient’s back, he generally was unable with the 
right hand (1) to select it correctly from a 
group of objects presented to him either visual- 
ly or tactually, (2) to write the name of the 
object, or (3) to draw a picture of the object. 
For example, a letter which would have been 
drawn correctly with the right hand after hav- 
ing been held in the right hand was drawn 
incorrectly with the right hand if the letter 
was placed in the left hand. Similarly, if ob- 
jects were placed in the right hand, the pa- 
tient was usually incapable of performing any 
of these maneuvers with his left hand. 
These results contrast with data given earlier 
in which we demonstrated that if an object 
was placed in one hand, it could afterward be 
identified by drawing or selection by the same 
hand. In addition, we may note here that if 
letters were traced on the left hand, the pa- 
tient could afterward trace them correctly 






















































































































































































































































































































One! of! the! most! important! implications! is! that! the! “introspections”! of! the!
patient! as! to! his! disability! may! be! of! little! or! no! use! to! the! examiner.! The!
patient!cannot!“introspect”!about!the!activities!of!a!piece!of!brain!which!has!












































































Our! approach! differs! in! some! respects! from! those! usually! followed.!We! have!











































The!problem!of! anosognosia! is! a! very! complicated!one.! The! reason,! I! think,! is!
that,! like! any! part! of! neurology! which! overlaps! with! psychiatry,! it! is! likely! to!
bring!out!emotional!responses!in!both!neurologists!and!psychiatrists…We!must!
be! very! careful! not! to! make! the! error! of! either! being! hyperpsychiatric! and!
interpreting! all! of! these!phenomena! in! terms!of! the!patient’s! attempt! to!deal!
with!the!illness,!or!of!being!hyperneurological!and!trying!to!make!the!denial! in!




























































































































































































































































reading! their! own!writings! rather! than! by! reading! the! interpretations! of! later!
hostile!authors…[and]!decide!for!myself!whether!the!repudiation!of!the!classical!
views!was!indeed!justified.86!
!
Among!the!sodcalled!“classic!cases”!Geschwind!studied!was!an!article!written!by!the!
French!neurologist!Jules!Déjerine!in!1892,!which!Quadfasel!had!given!him.!It!was!
entitled,!“Contribution!to!the!Pathologicald!and!ClinicaldAnatomical!Study!of!the!
Different!Varieties!of!Word!Blindness.”87!After!reading!it,!Geschwind!recalled,!“I!awoke,!
perhaps!belatedly,!to!my!own!profound!confusion.”88!What!he!uncovered,!he!believed,!
was!one!of!the!first!case!histories!of!a!disconnection!syndrome.!
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
84!Geschwind,!Selected$Papers$on$Language$and$the$Brain,!1.!
!
85!Norman!Geschwind,!“Anatomy!and!the!Higher!Functions!of!the!Brain,”!Boston$Studies$in$the$Philosophy$
of$Science!4!(1969):!108.!
!
86!Geschwind,!Selected$Papers$on$Language$and$the$Brain,!1.!
!
87!Joseph!Jules!Déjerine,!“Contribution!à!l’étude!anatomodpathologique!et!clinique!des!différentes!
variétés!de!cécité!verbale,”!Mémoire$de$la$Société$de$Biologie!4!(1892):!61–90;!D.N.!Bub,!M.!Arguin,!and!
A.R.!Lecours,!“Jules!Dejerine!and!His!Interpretation!of!Pure!Alexia,”!Brain$and$Language!45,!no.!4!
(November!1993):!531–59.!
!
88!Norman!Geschwind,!“The!Paradoxical!Position!of!Kurt!Goldstein!in!the!History!of!Aphasia,”!Cortex!1!
(1964):!215.!
!
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Déjerine!himself!described!his!patient’s!case!as!one!of!“pure!alexia!without!
agraphia.”89!Also!known!as!“worddblindness,”!this!version!of!alexia!was!uncommonly!
focal!because!the!patient!could!still!write!despite!not!knowing!how!to!read.!That!is!to!
say,!he!could!see!words,!but!he!was!effectively!“blind”!to!them!as$words,!seeing!only!
“curves,!angles,![and]!dots,”90!unless!he!traced!those!curves!and!lines!with!his!finger,!
much!like!Goldstein!described!Schneider’s!strategy!of!“reading.”91!Déjerine!accounted!
for!this!unusual!disturbance!by!hypothesizing!a!disconnection!between!the!visual!
centers!in!the!occipital!cortex!from!the!language!areas!in!the!left!cerebral!hemisphere.!
The!patient!suffered!from!right!hemianopia,!which!restricted!the!right!side!of!his!field!of!
vision!and!suggested!contralateral!damage!in!his!left!occipital!cortex.!This!meant!he!
could!only!see!out!of!the!left!side!of!his!visual!field,!using!the!right!occipital!cortex.!
Somehow,!though,!the!connection!between!the!right!and!the!left!was!also!damaged,!
which!explained!why!the!patient!could!see!the!words!but!not!see!them!as$words.!After!
the!autopsy,!Déjerine!confirmed!areas!of!damage!in!the!left!occipital!cortex!and!
concluded!that!this!damage!alone!was!severe!enough!to!have!affected!the!connection!
between!the!right!occipital!cortex!and!the!left!cerebral!hemisphere.!
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
89!Déjerine,!“Contribution!à!l’étude!anatomodpathologique!et!clinique!des!différentes!variétés!de!cécité!
verbale”;!Jules!Déjerine,!“Sur!un!cas!de!cécité!verbale!avec!agraphie,!suivi!d’autopsie,”!CR$Société$du$
Biologie!43!(1891):!197–201.!
!
90!These!were!not!Déjerine’s!words,!but!the!American!poet,!Walt!Whitman’s,!who!died!that!year.!Walt!
Whitman,!“Song!of!the!Rolling!Earth,”!in!Leaves$of$Grass,!150th!anniversary!ed!(Oxford ;!New!York:!Oxford!
University!Press,!2005).!
!
91!Goldstein!and!Gelb,!“Psychologische!Analysen!hirnpathologischer!Fälle!auf!Grund!von!Untersuchungen!
Hirnverletzter,”!23.!
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Seventy!years!later,!Geschwind!saw!things!differently.!While!Déjerine!mentioned!
partial!damage!to!the!patient’s!corpus!callosum,!he!did!not!attach!much!significance!to!
it.!Geschwind,!however,!was!convinced!that,!for!pure!alexia!to!occur,!there!had!to!be!
not!only!destruction!of!the!left!visual!cortex!but!also!damage!to!the!corpus!callosum.92!
Only!this!would!account!for!the!“specialized!disconnection”!between!the!right!visual!
cortex!and!the!language!areas!of!the!left!hemisphere.!And!only!this!would!hamper!the!
patient’s!recognition!of!words.!Despite!the!fact!that!Déjerine!downplayed!the!“callosal!
lesion,”!Geschwind!declared!it!essential!to!pure!worddblindness.!He!seized!on!what!he!
considered!the!historic!significance!of!Déjerine's!paper,!drawing!connections!between!it!
and!Sperry’s!latest!“splitdbrain”!experiments,!and!began!to!look!for!evidence!of!“callosal!
lesions”!among!his!own!patients.!In!a!matter!of!just!a!few!weeks,!he!chanced!upon!the!
case!of!P.J.K.93!
Geschwind!did!not!stop!there.!His!interest!in!the!historical!case!literature!only!
waxed!along!with!his!skepticism!toward!the!received!“‘standard’!history”!and!its!
depicted!“Dark!Ages”!of!nineteenthdcentury!neurology.94!He!continued!to!read!the!
“classical!neurologists,”!such!as!JeandMartin!Charcot!and!Carl!Wernicke,95!but!he!
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!
92!Norman!Geschwind,!“The!Anatomy!of!Acquired!Disorders!of!Reading,”!in!Reading$Disability:$Progress$
and$Research$Needs$in$Dyslexia,!ed.!John!Money!(Baltimore:!Johns!Hopkins!Press,!1962),!119–120;!
Geschwind,!Selected$Papers$on$Language$and$the$Brain,!7–8.!
!
93!Geschwind,!“Disconnexion!Syndromes!in!Animals!and!Man.!I,”!241.!
!
94!Geschwind,!“The!Paradoxical!Position!of!Kurt!Goldstein!in!the!History!of!Aphasia,”!215.!
!
95!Norman!Geschwind,!“Carl!Wernicke,!the!Breslau!School!and!the!History!of!Aphasia,”!in!Brain$Function:$
Speech,$Language,$and$Communication,!ed.!E.C.!Carterette,!vol.!3!(Berkeley:!University!of!California!Press,!
1966),!1–16;!Norman!Geschwind,!“Wernicke’s!Contribution!to!the!Study!of!Aphasia,”!Cortex!3!(1967):!
449–63;!Geschwind,!“The!Work!and!Influence!of!Wernicke.”!
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puzzled!most!over!the!“paradoxical”!writings!of!the!German!neurologist!(and!
psychiatrist)!Kurt!Goldstein.96!Although!he!focused!mainly!on!a!monograph!Goldstein!
wrote!in!1927,!entitled,!Localization$in$the$Cerebral$Cortex:$Toward$an$Understanding$of$
the$Sick,97!Geschwind!believed!that!Goldstein’s!ideas!were!grossly!misinterpreted!and!
misappropriated!by!American!psychologists!and!antidlocalizationists!like!Karl!Lashley.!
Despite!the!“active!suppression”!of!“true!knowledge”!by!“holists”!like!Lashley,98!
Goldstein,!according!to!Geschwind,!was!“in!fact!a!very!classical!localizer,”!and!he!sought!
to!set!the!historical!record!straight.99!Although!Goldstein!sometimes!gave!in!to!“holist”!
ideas,!Geschwind!decided!that!it!was!because!he!basically!led!“the!life!of!an!intellectual!
double!agent,”!concealing!his!presumed!“true”!localizationist!sympathies.100!!
Besides!the!critique!that!Geschwind!did!not!read!a!substantial!portion!of!
Goldstein’s!writing!to!appreciate!the!nuances!in!his!interpretation!of!localization!
theory,101!why!did!it!matter!to!him?!Probably!because!redreading!(and!redwriting)!history!
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!
96!Geschwind,!“The!Paradoxical!Position!of!Kurt!Goldstein!in!the!History!of!Aphasia.”!
!
97!Kurt!Goldstein,!“Die!Lokalisation!in!der!Grosshirnrinde:!nach!den!Erfahrungen!am!kranken!Menschen,”!
in!Handbuch$der$normalen$und$pathologischen$Physiologie,!ed.!A.!Bethe!and!G.!von!Bergmann,!vol.!10!
(Berlin:!Springer,!1927).!
!
98!Norman!Geschwind,!“Neurological!Knowledge!and!Complex!Behaviors,”!Cognitive$Science!4,!no.!2!
(1980):!193;!Norman!Geschwind,!“The!Neglect!of!Advances!in!the!Neurology!of!Behavior,”!in!The$
Encyclopaedia$of$Medical$Ignorance:$Exploring$the$Frontiers$of$Medical$Knowledge,!1984,!14.!
!
99!Norman!Geschwind,!“Disorders!of!Attention:!A!Frontier!in!Neuropsychology,”!Philosophical$
Transactions$of$the$Royal$Society$of$London.$Series$B,$Biological$Sciences!298,!no.!1089!(1982):!183.!
!
100!Geschwind,!“The!Neglect!of!Advances!in!the!Neurology!of!Behavior,”!13.!
!
101!Historian!of!science!David!Ludwig!qualifies!Goldstein’s!holismdcumdlocalizationism!“weak!localization”!
(what!I!prefer!to!call!“reformed!localizationism”):!“While!it!is!true!that!Goldstein!accepts!correlations!
between!aphasic!symptoms!and!circumscribed!brain!areas,!the!main!point!of!his!holism!is!not!what!neural!
correlates!can!be!found,!but!how!these!correlates!have!to!be!understood.”!Ludwig,!“Language!and!Human!
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offered!him!a!way!to!reassert!the!growing!independence!of!American!neurology!by!
“rediscovering”!its!venerable!past!out!from!“under!the!cloud…of!psychiatry.”102!
Notwithstanding!the!fact!that!many!of!the!“great!neurologists”!whose!work!Geschwind!
presumed!to!rehabilitate!were!also!psychiatrists,!their!work!represented!to!him!a!
“useful!past”!to!narrate!a!story!of!“revival”!and!mythical!“resurrection”!of!the!“golden!
age!of!neurology.”103!
∞!
What!Geschwind!identified!as!the!“hyperneurological”!and!“hyperpsychiatric”!
perspectives!struck!a!nerve!that!ran!deeper!than!different!interpretations!of!
anosognosia.!His!debate!with!Weinstein!reflected!the!basic!question!of!how!doctors!
viewed!their!patients,!that!is,!before!trying!either!to!diagnose!or!treat!them,!how!to!
regard!them!and!represent!them,!as!bodies!with!damaged!brains!or!individuals!with!
idiosyncratic!troubles.!The!debate!between!Geschwind!and!Weinstein!was!more!than!a!
reflection!of!the!deepening!division!between!neurology!and!psychiatry.!It!was!a!debate!
over!the!diagnostic!relevance!of!the!patient's!experience.!And!it!is!a!debate!that!echoes!
to!the!present.!
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Nature:!Kurt!Goldstein’s!Neurolinguistic!Foundation!of!a!Holistic!Philosophy,”!47–48.!Goldstein!wrote,!
"Analysis!of!the!defects!in!lesions!of!this!part!does!not!at!all!allow!us!to!relate!a!circumscribed!defect!to!a!
circumscribed!lesion,!still!less!to!localise!a!definite!performance!in!a!definite!group!of!cells,!etc."!Kurt!
Goldstein,!“Remarks!on!Localisation,”!Confinia$Neurologica!7,!no.!1–2!(1946):!26.!
!
102!Aura!Edward!Severinghaus,!“A!Medical!Discipline!Takes!Stock,”!Archives$of$Neurology!17,!no.!5!(1967):!
463;!Schachter!and!Devinsky,!Behavioral$Neurology$and$the$Legacy$of$Norman$Geschwind,!xiv–xv.!
!
103!A.!M.!Galaburda,!“Norman!Geschwind!1926d1984,”!Neuropsychologia!23,!no.!3!(1985):!299;!Caine!and!
Joynt,!“Neuropsychiatry!.!.!.!Again,”!326;!V.S!Ramachandran,!“Behavioral!Neurology:!Reviving!the!Golden!
Age,”!Journal$of$the$Neurological$Sciences!285,!Supplement!1,!no.!0!(October!2009):!S3.!Casper,!Stephen!
T.!“A!Revisionist!History!of!American!Neurology.”!Brain!133,!no.!2!(February!1,!2010):!638!–642. 
!
Epilogue!
Insight!Out:!!
ReIthinking!the!Perception!of!an!Illness!of!Perception!
$
“The$state$of$health$is$a$state$of$unawareness.”1$
 
This!dissertation!originated!from!the!belief!that!there!is!a!larger!history!of!the!
denial!of!illness!that!stretches!beyond!the!diagnosis!itself.!I!argued!that!this!history!can!
be!used!like!a!special!lens!to!examine!in!detail!the!formation!and!transformation!of!
areas!of!medicine!today!called!neurology!and!psychiatry.!It!can!also!be!used!to!magnify!
the!tightly!woven!mesh!of!ideas,!both!medical!and!philosophical,!about!the!nature!of!
consciousness!and!the!meaning!of!illness.!Above!all,!by!tunneling!into!its!historical!
particularities,!I!have!tried!to!open!up!a!new!channel!in!the!social!and!intellectual!
history!of!medicine.!
Beginning!in!the!middle!of!the!nineteenth!century!with!the!debates!on!scientific!
materialism,!I!traced!the!emergence!of!some!of!the!earliest!formulations!of!the!denial!of!
illness,!tying!it!to!localization!theory!and!the!organic!aetiology!of!mental!illness.!From!
there,!I!explored!a!series!of!key!transitions!in!the!study!of!what!became!known!as!
“anosognosia”!in!the!early!decades!of!the!twentieth!century,!especially!after!the!First!
World!War.!Then,!I!tracked!it!across!the!Atlantic!through!the!forced!emigration!of!a!
select!group!of!European!psychiatrists!and!neurologists!to!the!United!States,!where!I!
studied!the!impact!of!theories!of!culture!and!personality!on!“neuropsychiatry”!during!
and!after!the!Second!World!War.!Finally,!I!examined!the!increasingly!strained!relations!
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!Canguilhem,!The$Normal$and$the$Pathological,!91–92.!
!
!
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between!American!neurologists!and!psychiatrists!in!the!1960s!by!focusing!on!the!
critique!of!personalitydoriented!approaches!in!favor!of!the!definition!of!anosognosia!as!a!
“splitdbrain!syndrome.”!
Along!the!way,!the!discussion!turned!to!questions!about!the!division!of!medical!
expertise,!particularly!of!neurology!and!psychiatry.!I!showed!that!their!differences!were!
never!selfdevident!or!stable.!What!was!called!“neurological”!and!what!“psychiatric”!
depended!on!time!and!place,!whether!it!was!in!Vienna!or!Paris!at!the!end!of!the!
nineteenth!century!or!whether!it!was!in!the!United!States!during!the!1930s!or!the!
1980s.!Both!“when”!and!“where”!made!a!difference!in!what!neurology!and!psychiatry!
signified.!These!designations!mattered!because!what!doctors!chose!to!call!themselves!
and!how!they!organized!specialties!helped!determine!how!they!diagnosed!their!patients!
and!even!who$became!their!patients.!
Medical!specialists!carved!out!nosological!distinctions!between!diseases!thought!
to!involve!the!mind!and/or!the!brain,!but!in!doing!so,!they!exposed!“borderlands”!which!
sprawled!outside!the!designated!boundaries.!Even!if!the!number!of!patients!who!
straddled!the!borders,!or!fell!between!their!cracks,!was!relatively!small,!the!number!was!
not!all!that!mattered.!The!very!nature!of!anosognosia,!as!one!of!the!sodcalled!
“borderland!disorders,”!specially!magnified!the!difficulties!inherent!in!trying!to!
rationalize!and!categorize!behavior!on!the!basis!of!either!brain!anomaly!or!personal!
idiosyncrasy—as!if!it!could!be!so!definitively!confined!to!one!or!the!other.!
Regardless!of!the!potential!mismatch!between!the!individual’s!experience!of!
illness!and!the!doctor’s!presumption!of!its!absence,!anosognosia!the!concept!has!
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endured.!Throughout!the!fitful!expansion!and!contraction!of!neurology!and!psychiatry,!
it!has!continuously!forced!physicians!to!reflect!on!the!definitions!of!health!and!disease!
in!light!of!the!limits!of!selfdawareness.!
∞!
What!is!health?!French!neurosurgeon!René!Leriche!once!wrote,!it!is!“life!lived!in!
the!silence!of!the!organs.”2!Years!later,!German!philosopher!HansdGeorg!Gadamer!
added,!health!is!“that!miraculous!capacity!we!have!to!forget!ourselves.”3!Silence!and!
forgetting,!of!body!and!self.!These!definitions!are!largely!negative.!They!emphasize!
absence.!Health!is!the!lack!of!feeling!sick,!the!lack!of!disruption!in!one's!body,!the!lack!of!
selfdawareness.!Or$is$it?$
Descriptions!of!anosognosia!often!sound!like!this!version!of!health.!It,!too,!
entails!a!sort!of!selfdforgetfulness,!an!organic!silence,!and!a!lack!of!feeling!limitations.!
What!is!the!difference,!then?!Where!is!the!boundary!and!who!draws!it!between!health!
and!illness?!What!does!it!have!to!do!with!experience!and!the!other!boundary,!between!
consciousness!and!the!unconscious?!
One!of!the!aims!of!this!dissertation!was!to!begin!answering!such!questions,!not!
in!any!absolute!sense!but!in!an!historical!one.!That!means!I!have!tried!to!underline!the!
instability!of!every!answer!to!the!definition!of!health!and!the!limits!of!consciousness.!I!
have!tried!to!illuminate!how!these!very!definitions!were!shaped!by!physicians,!whose!
careers!often!did!not!track!with!preconceived!borders!distinguishing!“neurology”!and!
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2!Quoted!in!Canguilhem,!The$Normal$and$the$Pathological,!243.!
!
3!Gadamer,!H.!G.!The$Enigma$of$Health,!96.!
!
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“psychiatry.”!Instead,!their!work!sometimes!had!the!effect!of!reddrawing!such!borders. 
Treated!separately,!it!would!be!a!daunting!task!to!undertake!writing!either!a!
history!of!“illness”!or!a!history!of!“awareness,”!but!that!was!never!my!intention.!Instead,!
I!sought!to!illuminate!a!unique!point!at!which!their!histories!converged,!where!one!
became!unintelligible!without!the!other,!even!in!its!absence.!  
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